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Abstract 
 
This paper proposes a new category of gifted student: the synaesthetic child. I outline how a teacher may identify such students 
and what their special needs are. The synaesthetic child comprises their own category of “learning diversity”. I outline a 
philosophy of education to fully realize the potential of synaesthetes and detail laws and characteristics pertaining to synaesthetes 
and their education. These include the observations that synaesthetes learn better in the mode of their synaesthesia; that they are 
precocious in areas related to their synaesthesia and that their future career choice tends to be associated with their synaesthesia.  
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1. Introduction 
 
    Everyone thinks they know what a gifted student is: they are intelligent, having IQs of 130 or above, usually have 
good memories, can think on their feet and can do well, in school, if they want to. In fact, so familiar is the idea of 
what a gifted student is, that it is needless to describe them further. Yet, is that all there is to the idea of a gifted 
student? Are there other kinds of gifted student?   
    Yes, there are. Beyond the high IQ kids of conventional giftedness, there are also the “talented” children: those 
good at art, music, dance or sports. Indeed, one could argue a kind of giftedness for any child with an unusual talent, 
even if they don’t possess a high IQ.  
     Most of us will be familiar even with this expanded definition of “giftedness”. Today, however, I am going to 
introduce you to a type of “giftedness” which you will not have heard of: the synaesthetic child.  
    Synaesthesia is a cross wiring of the senses, such that a stimulus in one sense, produces a response in the mode of 
another. Thus, a sound, might evoke a colour, in the synaesthete’s mind and perception; a touch, might evoke a 
taste; and everyday words, written in black and white, might be a kaleidoscope of clashing colours, all leaping off 
the page, in bright highlights. (Day, S., 2009 for Types of Synaesthesia). 
    The synaesthetic experience of the world is both richer and more unique than that of a typical person. No two 
synaesthetes will ever perceive quite the same thing, in response to the same stimulus, even if they are both the same 
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type of synaesthete. So, too, the synaesthetic experience of the world is more intense than that of non-synaesthetes. 
It is, to this intensity, that I wish to direct your attention.  
    It is my contention that the peculiar character of a synaesthete’s perception constitutes a gift in and of itself. It is a 
kind of giftedness which bestows upon the synaesthete uncommon mental powers. These gifts mean that a 
synaesthetic child will be able to do things that other children cannot, or do the same things, better, in some 
contexts. Synaesthetes are gifted with enhanced memories (Yaro; Ward, 2007 and Cawley, V. and Cawley, C., 
2009), improved sensory discrimination, (Banissy; Walsh and Ward, 2009) greater creativity, and a tendency to 
artistic pursuits. (Mulvenna, C., 2007) Not only that, but our research has shown that synaesthetes are more 
precocious in the domain of their synaesthetic giftedness, than might be expected. (Cawley, V., Cawley, A., 2009) 
Thus, synaesthetes are a type of gifted child, with special educational needs. We shall examine those needs and 
propose how they might be met, by outlining what the education of a synaesthete should be like. 
    This paper has the practical purpose of directing teachers as to how to design an educational programme for any 
synaesthetic child in their care. 
 
2. Prevalence of synaesthesia.  
 
    It is somewhat of a mystery just how common or rare synaesthesia is. Estimates of its prevalence range from 1 in 
25,000 by Cytowic (Cytowic, R.E., 1989), to 1 in 2000 for Baron-Cohen, (Baron-Cohen, S. et. al., 1996) to as high 
as 1 in 22 subjects, by Simner. (Simner et. al., 2006) The question is: why do these estimates vary so much? It is 
probably because different investigators are using different definitions of what they consider synaesthesia to be – the 
more relaxed the definition, the more common it will appear. One pertinent fact, however, is that, in daily life one 
doesn’t hear much about synaesthesia, indeed, most people seem to have never encountered it, or known anyone 
who has it. This suggests that the rarer estimates are probably truer reflections of the real situation, for all practical 
purposes.   
     Let us, however, consider what these estimates of rarity mean. If it were as rare as 1 in 25,000, this lecture would 
be unnecessary, since most of you would never encounter it. However, I don’t think it is that rare. Were it as rare as 
1 in 2000, then all of us need to know about it, for, at that level, anyone in education, is likely to encounter it, at 
least once in their careers. This is a prevalence similar to that of a highly gifted child (IQ 145 and above), which is 
normally thought of as common as one in 741. (De La Jara, R., n.d) At the upper levels estimated by Simner, (1 in 
22 for all types, with 1% for grapheme – colour synaesthesia) it would be more common than moderately gifted 
children (one in 44) and therefore something we would all encounter many times in our careers.  
So, the most likely situation is that synaesthesia is something that every teacher will encounter in their careers and 
thus, we all need to understand how to relate, appropriately, to a synaesthetic child so as to best educate them.  
 
3. Is there a synaesthete in your class?  
 
    Synaesthesia is not difficult to identify. Given the importance of aligning the manner of teaching, to the particular 
gifts of the student, it would be wise to administer a simple test of the class, to see if any exhibit synaesthesia.   
1. Firstly, it must be recognized that many young synaesthetes will not know that they are synaesthetes. They 
will think their perceptions are just like everyone else’s. Thus, it is for the teacher to teach them, about 
their own perceptions.  
2. One of the most common synaesthesias is that of coloured letters and numbers. (Simner et. al., 2006) So, 
to test for this, just show the class a letter of the alphabet, or a number, in black on white lettering and ask 
them all to say what colour it is. This should be done for the entire alphabet. Some students may be shy to 
say what they see, in front of others, so the best way to administer this test would be to have everyone 
write down what they see, or get them to do the test individually.  
3. A piece of music should be played to the class. The students should then be invited to say whether they 
see anything when they hear the music. It is best if they write down what they see. Should any child say 
that they see colours or any other sensory response, in connection to music, then they should be played 
the same piece of music, some time later, perhaps a week and see if the responses are the same or similar. 
If they are, largely speaking, then that child is a synaesthete for music.  
    Should computers and internet access be readily available to the class, the teacher could ask her students to take 
the Synethesia Battery at www.synesthete.org or, indeed, any other online test for synaesthesia.  Students might find this 
an enjoyable way to test themselves for synaesthesia.  
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    There are over 60 different types of synaesthesia, so it would be cumbersome to test for them all. It would be best, 
after performing the tests above, to teach the students about what synaesthesia is and give them a list of all known 
types. (Day, S. n.d for Types of Synaesthesia). Then they should be asked to read the list and think about it, and say 
if they have ever experienced any of the types of response listed. If any say so, then they can be given a few test 
stimuli, separately from the class, to see if they are synaesthetic in that manner.  
 
4.  Why is it important that a teacher know if a child is a synaesthete?  
 
    Synaesthesia changes the way a child perceives the world. A synaesthetic child is not like other children. A 
synaesthete perceives the world in unique ways and this has implications for their abilities.   
Our research (Cawley, V., Cawley, A, 2009) has revealed three characteristics of synaesthesia, with respect to 
education:   
1. Synaesthetes learn better in the mode of their synaesthesia.  
2. Synaesthetes are, consequently, more precocious in areas related to their synaesthesia.  
3. Future careers choices tend to be in the areas of their synaesthetic precocity.  
    We had developed a theory that stated that synaesthesia would enhance learning in the area of the synaesthesia 
and make the child more precocious in that area, as a result. We then sought evidence, for this view, in the lives of 
historical synaesthetes and found it, in abundance. A statistical analysis showed that a synaesthete was very likely to 
be precocious in the area of their synaesthesia and, ultimately, to work, as an adult professional, in an area related to 
that synaesthesia.  
    The data analyzed in a previous paper (Cawley, V., Cawley, A, 2009), were very clear on these characteristics:  
*18.7% of 75 famous synaesthetes, in our prior study, had been child prodigies. A sample of 63 famous American 
non-synaesthetes, had a zero incidence of prodigies.   
*Furthermore, 82.3% of 17 musical synaesthetes, became professional musicians. 100% of them, became 
expressively creative artists.   
*So, too, 9 out of 10 graphemic, lexemic or phonemic synaesthetes, became academics or professional users of 
words: actors or writers.   
*18 out of 34 synaesthetes’ biographies mentioned childhood precocity. 100% of these cases were precocity in the 
area of their synaesthesia.   
*Furthermore, 14 out of 14 musical synaesthetes, for whom childhood information was available, had been 
musically precocious.   
*100% of the famous synaesthetes who had been musically precocious, became professional musicians.   
    Thus, synaesthesia offers a key to understanding how a particular child will best learn and what they should, in 
fact, be learning. It is rather akin to the idea of a learning style: visual, kinaesthetic, or auditory. The synaesthetic 
has their own, sometimes very specialized, learning style. This style will be in addition to any other disposition they 
might have, for preferred learning approach. However, it is different from a traditional learning style preference in 
that learning in the mode of the synaesthete is likely to be superior to that of the learning of a non-synaesthete, in the 
same area. The synaesthete is enhanced, in relation to a normal human.  
     It should be noted that the learning advantage extends beyond those stimuli which evoke a  synaesthetic 
response, to include all stimuli of the same sensory type. This means that a synaesthete that experiences colours, as 
evoked responses, will have enhanced learning in all areas related to colours. So, too, the synaesthete that 
experiences touch, I suggest, will have enhanced learning in all areas related to touch, and so on. (Yaro, Ward, 2007; 
Banissy et. al, 2009).  
    Is this unique learning style just a curiosity to be ignored, or does it have educational implications? The 
synaesthete has the potential for a heightened degree of achievement in areas related to their synaesthesia. The lives 
of famous synaesthetes show this in that the achievements that made them famous, tend to be related to their 
synaesthetic perceptions. Thus, it would be negligent to ignore a synaesthetic child’s synaesthesia and its 
implications for their learning. By ignoring it, a teacher may be stifling what amounts to a special gift.  
   Synaesthesia is a label that describes which sensory mode and which informational mode, a synaesthete will best 
learn in. It is also a prediction about the future career choice of a synaesthete. A synaesthetic child will tend to 
gravitate towards a career choice that utilizes their synaesthesia.  
So, by identifying a child as a synaesthete, a teacher is unlocking the key to that child’s future: how they best learn 
and what they are most likely to do, in life.   
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5. Teaching a synaesthetic child: a philosophy of education for synaesthetes.  
 
    I believe that education should be about releasing the unique potential of each and every child and nurturing them 
to become what only they could become, and no other. It is, if you like, finding the area in which the child would 
best contribute – and helping them become the best they can be, at that discipline.  
    A synaesthete has unique perceptions. In the area (s) of their synaesthesia they see the world like no other does. 
This, in effect, endows the synaesthete with a unique perspective on matters relating to their synaesthetic perceptual 
mode. This unique perspective, is potentially, the foundation of unique abilities. We shall examine a few different 
possible cases of such perceptions and such abilities and make recommendations.  
 
5.1  Musical synaesthesia, as an exemplar.  
    If a synaesthete has musical synaesthesia, they will, I contend, hear music and appreciate it, in a unique way. 
No-one else will perceive music as they do. The sensory phenomena evoked by music, in their minds, are more 
unique than any fingerprint. No two synaesthetes are identical in perceptions. Thus, their synaesthesia amounts to 
a natural originality in the mode of their perception and all cognitive areas related to it. Should a musical 
synaesthete train in music, therefore, they are very likely to be naturally able to make a contribution that is unlike 
anyone else’s contribution. They will have a natural originality because they naturally perceive music in a manner 
different to everyone else.  
   Thus, as a general principle, synaesthetes should be exposed to educational experiences that directly harness 
their synaesthesia. All musical synaesthetes, for instance, must learn a musical instrument, and be instructed as 
broadly and deeply about music, as is possible. In training them, in music, the musical synaesthete will come to 
understand their unique take on music, better and better. They will then, in time, be able to embody their unique 
understanding of music in their music – whether they become a performer, or a composer of it.  
 
6.  Other synaesthesias.  
 
    Each mode of synaesthesia should suggest its own appropriate educational experience. The teacher must reflect 
on what a particular synaesthetic experience means for the synaesthete and how it might change the way they 
perceive the world. Thus, with a bit of imagination, the teacher will be guided to an appropriate response to the 
synaesthesia of the child, that will best educate them, as in the original sense of the word of “to draw out”, the 
child’s abilities.  
 
6.1 Flavour-sound synaesthesia.  
    If a synaesthete has “flavour – sound” synaesthesia, they will hear sounds, on tasting food. Reflect, for a 
moment, on how different the world is, for such a synaesthete. Every bite of food they taste, is experienced as no 
other person experiences it. Truly, they are endowed with a unique view of what each food is, and, perhaps, how 
they might be most aesthetically combined. Naturally, such a synaesthete, is likely to have interesting ideas 
relating to food and should be trained in culinary skills. Their unique experience of food could make them into an 
interesting chef, if they are given the chance to develop the requisite skills.   
 
6.2 Personality – smell synaesthesia.  
    This type of synaesthesia evokes smells, in relation to types of personality. Such a synaesthete may naturally be 
more aware of people’s personality and would, therefore, be likely to be good at jobs that require interaction with 
others. Such a synaesthete might find being a counselor, a salesman or a police officer comes naturally to them. 
They should be prepared for careers that involve dealing with people on a daily basis. They might even make 
psychologists who have something new to say, about people and so should be exposed to psychology, in school.  
  Another possible talent in such a child, might be that of a writer or an actor, if they have a creative disposition.  
Their more nuanced, heightened experience of personality will give them an awareness of personality that will be 
uncommon. For them, differences of personality are very stark, clear cut sensations. Thus, their minds will 
naturally notice differences that others might not. Such a perception amounts to a social gift which may allow the 
child to become a particularly penetrating writer, or observant actor, of human nature.  
    So, it can be seen that the implications of any given type of synaesthesia, for the child are great. If imagination 
is applied to understanding how the synaesthetic child understands the world, it can be seen that the possibilities 
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for such a child are many and varied. Also, their needs are many and various, if they are to reach their greatest 
potential as human beings and as contributors to society.  
    It may be that to keep all special avenues open that may emerge from any one type of synaesthesia, that several 
educational interventions will have to be implemented. With personality – smell synaesthesia, for instance, 
chances to act, to write creatively, to read literature, to see films, to read psychology, to train in sales, to work with 
people, should all be provided as part of the broader educational experience of the child. Their synaesthesia will 
bring something different, and potentially special, to all of these situations. Should they not be exposed to all these 
experiences, the fullness of their potential may not develop: they may not see, for themselves, all the possibilities 
of their synaesthetic gift. In providing such experiences, however, the child’s mind will be opened up to the many 
possibilities and potentialities their gift presents to them.  
 
7.  Choosing an educational path for a synaesthetic child.  
 
    Simply by thinking about the type of synaesthesia a child has – and there are at least 62 such types (Day, S, 
2009), including one we discovered (Cawley, A., Cawley, V., 2009) – and considering what subjects, or skills make 
most use of such perceptions, suitable educational experiences can be identified, for the child, if the teacher is able 
to imagine what differences the child’s unique perceptions make to their world. The best such areas will be chosen 
after interviewing the child about what they like and dislike. The most promising areas will be those that unite 
interests and synaesthetic perceptions.   
    A rule may be followed:   
The first law of synaesthetic education:   
“Any subject area which is both of interest to the child and evokes their synaesthesia, or uses the same 
sensory mode, as their responses, is one in which a special talent will naturally tend to develop.”   
   All the teacher needs to do, is feed that interest, and stimulate that synaesthesia, in so doing. The results of finding 
and feeding such an area, can be very rich indeed. Consider, for instance, Tori Amos, who was a child prodigy in 
music – and a musical synaesthete. (Cawley, V., Cawley, A., 2009) Her famous career emerged as a crossing 
between interest and synaesthesia – and opportunity for growth and experience in that area, provided at an early 
age.  
 
8.  Keeping it complete.  
 
    A synaesthetic child’s education should not just be restricted to areas that align with their synaesthesia: they 
should have a holistic education, too. However, it must also be ensured that they receive educational experiences 
that foster skills relating directly to their synaesthesia, for it is in these areas that they are most likely to make their 
most interesting contributions.  
    The education of a synaesthete is necessarily a special one, if the child is to reach their fullest potential. Their 
special sensory gifts, require special sensory opportunities. A synaesthete’s synaesthesia should not be overlooked, 
in school, but harnessed as an aid to the child’s development and, indeed, a key to their future.  
    However, the special synaesthetic intervention must be embedded in a complete education, so that the child is 
fully prepared for the broadest range of activities in life. Nevertheless, it is likely that they will, ultimately, focus 
their attentions on an area that simultaneously invokes their interests and their synaesthesia. It is in such areas that 
they will tend to make their mark in the world – and so, it is to such areas, that it is the responsibility of the 
educational system to direct sufficient attention and resources in the early years. Without such stimulation, unique 
gifts may never find a fruitful outlet. Should my philosophy of education for synaesthetes be followed, though, 
every synaesthetic child would be given the best opportunity to become what they should be.   
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